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Haitian President Rene Preval has again requested that parliament approve Herve Denis as prime
minister, even though the legislature rejected Denis' nomination last December. Nevertheless,
growing domestic and international pressure to resolve Haiti's ongoing political crisis may finally
force the executive and opposition legislators into a compromise that could either result in Denis'
confirmation or the rapid approval of another nominee. Haiti has been without a functioning
government for nearly ten months. In June 1997, then prime minister Rosny Smarth resigned in
protest over legislative and municipal elections held in April 1997, which were widely condemned as
fraudulent. Political disagreements between the executive and opposition parties in the legislature
blocked the appointment of a new prime minister, thrusting the country into crisis (see NotiCen,
06/12/97, 07/31/97, 10/23/97).
In late December, the opposition party Organisation Politique Lavalas (OPL) which holds a relative
majority in both the Chamber of Deputies and the Senate blocked confirmation of Denis, President
Preval's latest nominee for prime minister (see NotiCen, 01/08/98). In response, Preval dug in his
heels, refusing to appoint another candidate to the post. That, in turn, has resulted in a standoff with
the OPL since early January.

Executive continues to back Denis for prime minister
During January and much of February, the executive and the legislature haggled over the legality
of the parliament's rejection of Denis. The vote on Denis' nomination was held Dec. 23, with only
72 of the 83 members of the Chamber of Deputies present. To confirm an appointment, only a
simple majority is needed. In the hearing, all 33 OPL representatives voted against Denis, while 34
deputies from other parties voted to approve his appointment, and five others abstained. The OPL
argued that the five abstentions tipped the balance against Denis because he needed a majority of
all deputies present.
Pro-government parties countered that abstentions do not count, and claimed that Denis'
nomination had thus been approved. The two sides remained at an impasse because Kely Bastien,
then president of the Chamber, refused to rule on the Dec. 23 vote and instead called for another
hearing on Denis. But the OPL boycotted all subsequent sessions, effectively preventing a needed
quorum. In early February, however, a new assembly directorate was elected, placing the OPL's
Vasco Ternelan in the president's chair. Immediately after taking his post, Ternelan ratified the
December vote against Denis.
Despite the OPL's adamant rejection of Denis, President Preval continues to stand his ground. On
March 22, he resubmitted Denis' nomination to parliament. Pressure grows on both sides to end
impasse Preval's determination to stand by Denis may be a gamble by the executive that OPL unity
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is finally weakening, which could lead to a negotiated solution to the 10-month political crisis. Preval
said he resubmitted Denis' nomination because the OPL is no longer insisting on the annulment
of the April 1997 elections as a prerequisite for approval of a new prime minister. The OPL has
been concerned that, if the election results stand, it will lose its majority in the Senate. Two progovernment Fanmi Lavalas candidates won Senate seats in the elections, and if they are sworn in
the OPL would no longer control the Senate. Until now, the OPL has not only insisted on annulling
the election but on reorganizing the entire Provisional Electoral Council (CEP), which it accuses of
rigging the elections to favor Fanmi Lavalas.
The OPL fears that, if the nine members of the CEP remain in their posts, they could stack the
November legislative elections in Fanmi Lavalas' favor, given that most members are loyal to that
party. In the November elections, the entire Chamber of Deputies will be contested as well as at
least one-third of the 27 Senate seats and all mayors and local officials. In on-and-off negotiations
between the OPL and other parties since early March, some OPL leaders have modified their
demands, indicating greater flexibility.
Rather than annul the 1997 elections which contested one-third of the Senate seats OPL negotiators
now propose that all candidates in last year's elections voluntarily withdraw from the process and
that, instead of repeating that election, in November voters elect 18 senators the nine seats already
slated for that election plus the nine seats that were on the ballot in April 1997. The OPL directorate
has yet to endorse the new position, but the executive believes that the change may indicate that
some OPL members are willing to break with party leaders to end the political impasse.
Still, even OPL moderates insist that President Preval appoint another candidate for prime minister,
since they consider Denis too close to Fanmi Lavalas and to the party's founder and undisputed
leader, ex-president Jean Bertrand Aristide. Preval could agree to nominate another candidate. He
is desperate to form a new government, given that hundreds of millions of dollars in foreign aid is
either held up or has been lost entirely because of the crisis.
Last year, the Inter-American Development Bank (IDB) channelled US$165 million in aid originally
promised to Haiti to other countries because of the unresolved problems. Of the US$427 million
promised by international financial institutions in the 1996- 1997 fiscal year, only US$42.5 million
was released. In addition, international pressure is growing on both sides to reach a compromise.
In a quarterly report to the UN Security Council at the end of March, UN Secretary General Kofi
Annan appealed to both sides to end the crisis. "The consolidation of democracy in Haiti has been
undermined by the ongoing crisis, which in turn brings ever more pressing economic and social
concerns," said Annan.
Also, on April 4, US Secretary of State Madeleine Albright is scheduled to visit the country in an
effort to broker a deal between the executive and the legislature. "The trip will underscore the US
government's continued strong commitment to Haiti's democratic and economic development,"
said Albright's spokesman, James Rubin. "She will express our support for efforts to resolve Haiti's
political impasse and for governmental and legislative steps needed to unblock large amounts of
donor assistance."
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Finally, all sides have an high stake in ending the crisis, because it now threatens to disrupt the
November elections, which would be a serious setback in the process of democratization. In 1990,
70% of the electorate participated in the vote that brought former president Aristide to power. In
legislative elections in June 1995, participation was down to 40%, then to 20% in the December 1995
presidential elections, and finally to 5% in the April 1997 elections.
"The future of democracy in Haiti very much depends on the elections," said Lionel Delatour, a
former Haitian diplomat who now heads the private-sector organization CLED. "If the November
election does not have higher participation and greater credibility, the future of democracy and
elections as a means to select our leaders will be in serious danger. And if the political crisis is not
resolved by mid-April, there won't be sufficient time to organize and have access to necessary
funding to prepare and carry out elections." [Sources: Inter Press Service, 01/06/98; Spanish news
service EFE, 01/07/98, 01/20/98, 01/29/98, 02/25/98, 03/03/98, 03/23/98; Miami Herald, 12/25/97,
03/28/98; Reuter, 12/30/97, 01/07/98, 03/30/98; Notimex, 11/14/97, 12/15/97, 01/08/98, 01/12-14/98,
01/16/98, 01/20/98, 01/27/98, 02/02/98, 02/03/98, 02/05/98, 02/17/98, 02/19/98, 03/24/98, 03/25/98,
03/31/98; Associated Press, 01/08/98, 02/06/98, 03/30/98, 03/31/98]
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